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Abstract: Water is a basic human right that we, as Americans, tend to take for granted. Many of us do not know the full extent of how water is unequally distributed in some areas of 
the world, specifically in developing countries. The objective of my research is to examine the effect of the lack of clean water in sub-Saharan Africa in general and Ethiopia, specifically 
on women and children. Ironically, Ethiopia is considered as a water tower of Africa and a source of the Blue Nile River, but 32% of the population do not have access to clean water. 
Studies indicate that the unprecedented effect of climate change on hydrologic cycle will significantly affect the availability of water in the region. Per the Huffington Post, Ethiopian 
women and children in some rural areas walk up to four hours a day to fetch even non-sanitized water, which cause waterborne diseases that claim the lives of 500,000 children. This 
lack of access to clean drinking water has placed a burden on females and children and risk their safety by embarking on this long journey, which also loses their opportunity to attain an 
education. Here, I will gather data on distribution of water resources, population, socio-economic and public health from different sources (i.e., United Nation reports), and analyze the 
severity of the problem. Further, I will consider the potential effect of the country’s plans to build the “Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam” to improve the livelihood of Ethiopians.
Introduction
Ethiopia
• Located in the Horn of Africa
• “the water tower of Africa”
• Holds 85% of the Blue Nile River
• Population: 107 million + 
Source: Wikimedia Commons
Problems
• Sanitation
• Clean water
• Access to water sources
“61 million Ethiopians lack access to safe 
water and 65 million lack access to 
improved sanitation.” (Water.org)
Accessibility of Water
• Residential areas
• No infrastructure
Education
Many women and children lose the opportunity to go to school.
Source: EFA Global Monitoring Report statistical tables (school year ending in 2009)
Primary 
Education 
Enrollment
Secondary 
Education 
Enrollment
Out-of-School 
Adolescents
Adult 
Literacy (15 
and over)
M F M F M F M F
85% 80% 39% 30% 1,465,000 1,823,000 42% 18%
Health and Safety
Women and children have an increased chance of contracting 
waterborne diseases including:
• Cholera- nausea, vomiting, and dehydration.
• Cryptosporidiosis- dehydration and fever
• Giardia- loss of appetite and abdominal pain 
Without proper medical treatment, these cases can be fatal.
“UNICEF estimated that 22% of Ethiopian children under five die
from diarrheal diseases alone.” (Rainbow for the Future)
Additionally, women and children have an increased risk for being 
sexually assaulted or raped if they were to walk alone to retrieve 
water.
Rainfall Variability
Ethiopian rainfall variability is controlled by local (topography), 
regional (large-scale, atmospheric circulation pattern), and global 
(El Niño-Southern Oscillation [ENSO]).
Rainfall distribution is:
• Highly seasonal 
• Influenced by variability
• Seasonal
• Annual
• Decadal
Source: Colorado State University: Base Map
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam
• Construction began in 2011 in the region of Benishangul-
Gumuz over the Blue Nile River
• 10 other countries have access to the Blue Nile River 
including Egypt, Sudan, and Kenya
 “water war”
• $4 billion investment
• Aims to control water levels to reduce risk of flooding and 
regulate irrigation standards
• Will help with uneven distribution of rainfall seasons
• Expected to be filled in 5-15 years
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